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The House Republicans' “Contract With 
America,” which seeks to dramatically re- 
duce the reach of the federal bureaucracy, 
serves more as a slogan than as a feasible 
plan to shift power from Washington to state 
and local governments and private institu- 
tions, according to a new Brookings Institu- 
tion study. 

“Make no mistake: the Contract With 
America is a big government — and a big 
government from Washington — document," 
the study says. In defense and national secu- 
rity affairs, the contract does not call for sig- 
nificant cuts, while in the domestic policy 
arena, “it would maintain a large federal poli- 
cymaking, administrative and funding role in 
crime policy, environmental management 
and many other areas,” the study says. 

“Fine Print,” written by John J. Dilulio Jr. 
and Donald F. Kettl and scheduled for re- 
lease today, analyzes the “devolution” debate 
on Capitol Hill — from shifting programs to 
states to increasing Washington’s reliance on 
block grants and so-called privatization — and 
provides examples of previous, usually 
flawed, attempts to reorder federal pro- 
grams and spending. 

Dilulio and Kettl write that their report “is 
not about the desirability of the contract” but 
about “the administrative realities of con- 
temporary American federalism.” They con- 
clude that the GOP contract “contains virtu- 
ally no administrative fine print. 

“The language of devolution does more to 
hide than to highlight the administrative re- 
alities of federal-state relations, more to dis- 
tort than to delineate the facts about how ex- 
isting intergovernmental policies are 
implemented, and more to delay nitty-gritty 
implementation decisions than to define pre- 
cisely how 'devolved' domestic policies can 
be administered so that they might succeed 
where existing federal policies have ostensi- 
bly failed.” 

hi particular, Dilulio and Kettl try to de- 
flate the popular argument that a bloated 
federal bureaucracy is to blame for many 
policy failures and for long-standing prob- 


FEDERAL GOVERNMENT GROWTH 

U sing 1965 as a baseline, a Brookings Institution study shows little growth 
in federal employment over the past 30 years, while spending has soared. 
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lems of waste, fraud and abuse. 

Between 1965 and 1994, they note, the 
amount of federal dollars spent and the vol- 
ume of federal regulations rose much faster 
than federal employment, which has essen- 
tially remained flat at about 2 million work- 
ers, the authors report. Except for defense, 
most of the government revolves around pay 
subsidies to fanners, veterans, schools and 
hospitals; transferring money to states ' and 
localities, and enforcing laws written by Con- 
gress. 

Virtually every major domestic policy pro- 


gram — from Medicare to highways to the 
environment — involves state and local gov- 
ernments, which employ more than 15 mil- 
lion workers. State and local spending, about 
$1.3 trillion, rivals total federal spending, the 
authors point out. 

Although popular accounts portray Wash- 
ington bureaucrats as lording it over states 
and cities through federal regulatory power, 
the Brookings study says “an entire genera- 
tion of empirical research on intergovern- 
mental affairs reveals that the rule is more 
nearly the reverse: Washington has had,- and 
continues to have, tremendous difficulty in 
executing even relatively straightforward 
policies precisely because state and local 
governments enjoy such wide latitude in de- 
ciding how best to translate federal policies 
into action, or whether, in fact, to allow fed- 
eral policies at all.” 

In 1988, for example, Congress approved 
the Job Opportunities and Basic Skills GOBS) 
program, designed to change the way states 
run some welfare programs by emphasizing 
“workfare” requirements. Six years later, the 
study says, most states have not fully imple- 
mented the program. 

Other studies show that welfare reforms 
envisioned under the contract “can be 
achieved only where significant resource in- 
creases are made in the government bureau- 
cracies that administer die new programs,” 
the study says. One study of Wisconsin Re- 
publican Gov. Tommy G. Thompson’s plan 


showed that overhauling welfare may save ' 
money “but it requires more bureaucracy ■ 
rather than less.” 

The study also sounds a warning against a 
rush to sell off government assets, create 
new quasi-governmental corporations or - 
contract out services in the name of “privati- 
zation.” The study says the government “has 
privatized far more functions than most 
Americans realize” and that “drawing the line 
between functions that could be turned over 
to the government and what government it- 
self needs to do is deceptively difficult.” 

In their closing chapter, Dilulio, a Prince- 
ton University professor, and Kettl, a Uni- 
versity of Wisconsin-Madison professor, 
question the depth and commitment behind 
the public’s call for less government. Down- 
sizing the federal work force or abolishing a 
department represent relatively minor ef- 
forts when Medicare, Social Security and the 
military consume giant portions of the budg- 
et, they argue. Americans, who live in a “na- 
tional culture,” still maintain expectations 
about government delivering uniform stan- 
dards for public health and safety, they add. 

“What can easily be lost in the debate over 
devolution is the fact that, despite the explo- 
sion in Washington’s powers, America’s fed- 
eral system remains one in which who gets 
what still depends greatly on who lives 
where,” the authors write. 



